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ABSTRACT 

To gain insights into what makes student/teacher 
conversations about writing more and less successful, a sample of 
freshman composition teachers was asked to tape record all of their 
writing conferences. In addition, student writing samples were 
collected. In all, the tape recordings of 48 writing conferences were 
transcribed and prepared for analysis. Each idea unit was transcribed 
on a separate line, and conversational turns were marked by an 
indication of a change in speaker. The topics of conversation were 
grouped into six clusters: f.l) logistics and procedures; (2) general 
talk and talk about attitudes; (3) oral language, reading, writing 
relationships; (4) talk about text at the discourse level; (5) talk 
about text at the level of syntax or mechanics; and (6) talk about 
cognitive processes. The analysis revealed that, most often, students 
seemed to direct the differences that occurred in the conference 
conversations. The female and nonwhite students focused more of their 
talk on logistics and on the micro levels cf the discourse; the male 
students focused more on the macro levels of discourse. The teachers, 
on the whole, were very even in their differences in topic focus. 
They individualized on one variable, cognitive processes and they did 
not individualize according to ability level, gender, or ethnicity; 
rather it seemed that they individualized according to student need. 
(Appendixes include a list of topic codes and clusters of topics, an 
analysis of topic clusters across conferences, and supplementary 
papers using conference data.) (HOD) 
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Introduction 

In this study, I examine in some depth one key event in the 
teaching ot writing: the individual writing confcerence between 
teacher and student. I characterize both the conference as a 
teaching event and the students' learning processes. The 
conference provides an interesting and convenient setting in 
which to watch learning occur for two reasons. First, the 
teaching and learning is concentrated and intense; a lot happens 
in a little time. Second, since only one teacher and one student 
participate, it is relatively easy to observe the cognitive 
processes involved in learning to write, writing development in 
process. As Shuy (1981) notes, "our ability as teachers to help 
learners understand specific problems, limitations, and 
strategies in writing is hampered by our lack of knowledge about 
how writing skills develop" (p. 120). 

The conference is a key teaching event primarily because it 
is a place where students receive response to their writing. 
Theories ot oral language learning and intellectual skill 
development, as well as classroom experience, have led me to 
conclude that the times when students receive and understand 
response to their writing are central to the process of acquiring 
written language. Theories ot oral language learning suggest 
that children acquire oral language by hypothesis testing. 
"Children use what people say to form hypotheses about how 
different ideas are expressed in the language they are 
acquiring. ...Systematic 'errors' like mans or mouses provide some 
ot the strongest evidence that children learn language, at least 
in large part, by testing their hypotheses about structure and 
function and by finding out how well they are understood by 
others when doing this" (Clark & Clark, 1977, 336-337). As 
children use particular linguistic forms and functions and then 
observe the effects on their listeners, they depend on response. 
If we use similar strategies to learn written language, we need 
to know how our readers understand and respond to our writing. 

Since writing is a more conscious activity than speech, and 
is largely learned in school rather than at home, it becomes 
important to examine theories of the acquisition of school-type 
intellectual skills for additional insight about how writing may 
be acquired and the role response plays in that acquisition. 
Diverr.e theories ot intellectual skill development, from 
Vygotsky's (1978) to Anderson's (1982) point out the central role 
of response or feedback in the development of intellectual 
skills,' As when acquiring other intellectual skills, learning 
writers need ^o distinguish when they are performing well from 



when they are not, and they need to know how to take corrective 
action when their writing is not proceeding well. In other 
words, they must possess metacognitive skills (Brown, 1981; 
Flavell, 1981). Further, the notion that writers solve composing 
problems (Flower & Hayes, 1977? Flower & Hayes, 1980? Hayes & 
Flower, 1980) grows out o£ the problem solving literature that 
was built around how learners solve problems in other domains 
(Newell & Simon, 1972). This literature too suggests the 
importance ot teedback. Unlike response to speech, in the 
development o£ writing as an intellectual skill, the response 
aims to make the writer conscious ot his or her language. 
Although routines become automatic in writing, just as they do in 
speaking, when there are composing problems co be solved, a high 
level o£ consciousness seems to be demanded. 

Theretore, to study how students acquire written language, 
researchers must examine events that allow the learner to test 
hypotheses about written language and to practice solving 
composing problems somewhat consciously. Such events typically 
involve either real or imagined interaction between the student 
writer and a reader. Vygotsky (1978) in his theory of learning, 
notes the importance of such interactions during writing. He 
asserts, "learning awakens a variety ot in*-ernal developmental 
processes that are able to operate on^j when the child is 
interacting with people in his environment and in cooperation 
with his peers. Once these processes are internalized, they 
become part ot the child's independent developmental achievement" 
(p. 90). Emig (1981) concludes from developmental research that 
"the process of writing can be enhanced by working in, and with a 
group of other writers, perhaps especially a teacher, who give 
vital response, including advice" (p. 27). 

At the early stages of acquisition, children have difficulty 
imagining a reader and thus depend on the scaffolds provided by 
an actual responding reader (Vygotsky, 1978? Scardamalia, 1981? 
Graves, 1982). As children grow older and as their sense of 
audience develops, they can and do imagine a reader (Kroll, 1978? 
Flower, 1979). However, throughout the process of learning to 
write, a real, responding reader plays a central pedagogical 
role. Just as the listener-speaker interaction is crucial to 
hypothesis testing when children learn to speak and conscious 
problem solving is crucial when students develop intellectual 
skills, the reader-writer interaction is crucial when children 
learn to write. 

Systematic studies of the reader-writer interaction in the 
conference have begun to emerge during the last decade ^Jacobs & 
Karliner, 1977? Carnicelli, 1980? Reigstad, 1980? Graves, 1983? 
Freedman & Katz, in press? Freedman & Sperling, in press? 
Brannon, 1984? Waiters, 1984). At the elementary level. Graves 
emphasizes the importance of "helping children speak" during the 
conference (p. 97) by arranging the physical setting so that the 
child does not feel intimidated, by waiting for children to 
answer questions, by .structuring the conference so that its 
structure will be predictable for the child, by listening to the 



child, and by looking tor the child's potentials. The teacher 
must make the conversation cohere tcom the child's point ot view, 
must ask questions the child can answer, and must help the child 
focus. Although the child may provide the lead in the 
conversation, the teacher is responsible tor following through in 
a focused way so that the conversation will be productive tor the 
child. Graves indicates that certain tyoes ot teacher questions 
teach better than others. These are questions that tirst open up 
the tloor for the student to initiate topics ot concern and then 
questions that follow those topics and that make the child aware 
ot the procedures that he or she needs to follow next. In 
addition, questions can help the child clarify abstract concepts 
that underlie writing (Graves gives an example of a child being 
led to understand the meaning ot "information" (p. 112-114)). 
Finally, Graves points to questions that point the child to solve 
composing problems outside the conference; such questions begin 
to remove the scaffolds provided by the conference, and push the 
child to practice with skills learned during instruction. 

Graves (1983) stresses that response in-process must not 
take ownership ot the piece away from the writer; in other words, 
it should function as a scaffold, not as a new building. 
Scardamalia and Bereiter (in press) offer a helpful theoretical 
framework tor judging whether a conference helps students reach 
their potential levels of development. They first suggest that 
in the teaching ot writing, it is important to distinguish 
betweiin "substantive facilitation," when a teacher responds to 
what a student has said or intends to say"— to the content of the 
writing— and "procedural facilitation" when a teacher responds 
not to the actual substance of a piece of writing but to the 
cognitive processes involved in producing that piece. The intent 
with procedural facilitation is "to enable students to carry out 
more complex composing processes by themselves" (p. 27). 
Scardamalia and Bereiter note, "The writing conteronce could 
achiex^e a potentially powerful combination ot procedural 
facilitation . . . and substantive facilitation" (p. 28). 
However, they stress that facilitation can promote learning only 
if it leads to a student's "internalization" of what is being 
taught. Scardamalia and Bereiter elaborates 

On first thought, conferencing would seem to be well 
designed for internalization; the thinking, carried out 
jointly at first, comes in time to be carried out in 
the mind of the student. But the form of the 
conference is dialogue, and there is no indication from 
research to suggest that the mature coinposing procests 
has the form ot an internal dialogue. A more readily 
internalizable form might be the 'assisted monologue'. 
. . where the talking is primarily done by the student, 
with the teacher inserting prompts rather than 
conversational turns. . . . Serious research is needed 
to determine what students internalize from what ^ 
teachers have helped or induced them to do (pp. 28-29). 

Although I do not address the question they raise, I examine 
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the nature ot the dialogue in the conterence--a tirst step in 
addressing such a question. It is important to determine those 
characteristics ot dialogues in the writing center ence that might 
lead students to internalize substance and procedure so that 
students will independently use eftective procedures to produce 
ettective substance. 

On a related note, Preedman (1981), at the college level, 
urges the teacher to listen to the student and allow the 
conterence to tunction as a two-way interaction rather than a 
one-way directive from the teacher. Jacobs and Karliner (1977) 
and Preedman and Katz (in press) note that the conterence can 
grant the student the unusual opportunity to converse with the 
teacher, in similar ways to everyday, informal conversation. 
Here language can be used to reinforce tor the student what is 
happening in the classroom and to allow the teacher to see where 
the student is having difficulty with writing. Walters (1984) 
notes that conferences can serve three functions for the student: 
as socialization into interpretive communities, as a literacy 
event, and as pedagogical conversation. 

Through the conference conversation, the teacher has the 
opportunity to individualize. Preedman (1981) and Preedman and 
Sperling (in press) note that students let teachers know what 
their individual concerns are? teachers then either help the 
students with those concerns or direct them toward new problems 
to consider and help them learn to seek solutions. Not 
surprisingly, Preedman and Sperling find that their case study 
teacher who was selected tor her expertise in giving conferences 
is more successful in helping higher achieving students than in 
helping lower achieving students. Classroom communication 
problems common for lower achieving students can easily become 
magnified in the conference. 

Across age levels, individual conferences seem to be 
designed generally to provide instructional scaffolding during 
the writing process, from the teacher or sometimes from peers. 
To date, most research on this type of response has examined how 
the scaffolding gets built, not how effective it is in the 
tecjching-learning process. The latter research is much needed. 

In a study connected to this one (Preedman & Katz, in press) 
the overall structure of the conterence is examined and compared 
to other diadic conversations, (Labov and Panschel, 1977? 
Erickson & Mohatt, 1982? Erickson & Schultz, 1982). I also 
looked tor the the rules, both social and linguistic, that govern 
behavior during the conterence (see also Preedman & Sperling, in 
press). I have been particularly interested in what the writer 
is allowed to say as compared to the teacher-reader. 

A tirst step in examining the teaching/learning process is 
to outline the content of instruction for different types of 
students and across different types ot teachers. Thus, a /"ajor 
aim of this study is to track the topics ot conversation in the 
conterence. I want to know how conferences tor low achieving 
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students similar to and different from conferences tor high 
achieving students. To this end, I am interested in how 
conferences differ across classrooms and across ethnic groups. 

I ask the following questions: Do most topics center 
on issues of knowledge or issues of process or issues of affect? 
(Note: These categories correspond to those adapted from 
Halliday's (1973) categories of the ideational, interpersonal, 
and textual and have been used by Gere (1982) in her study of 
peer response groups.) In earlier work (Preedman 1981, 1982 and 
Freedman & Katz, in press) I found that college students have 
more control over topic during conferences than during classroom 
lessons. Topic control, along with other characteristics of the 
discourse, may have consequences for the student's learning. 

I wanted to provide a first step in gaining insights into 
what makes student/teacher conversations about writing more and 
less successful. Through this research, I hope to be able to 
begin to point to ways teachers of writing can best support their 
students' learning process. 



Method 

Subjects 

To participate in this project, I selected four teachers in 
Berkeley's Subject A composition program and eight teachers in 
the freshman composition program at San Francisco State 
University, four experienced tenured or tenure track and four 
less experienced part-time teachers. All teachers were 
recommended as among the most outstanding on the staff by their 
supervisors, and all routinely enjoyed positive evaluations from 
their students. The part-time teachers, although less 
experienced, were more up-to-date in current theories of teaching 
writing, havinn recently gone through a rigorous three course 
training program and selection procedure for their teaching 
position. Further, all were primarily dedicated to the teaching 
of writing as a profession. The more experienced regular faculty 
could be characterized most accurately as language or literature 
scholars who taught writing as part of their required load and 
who do a good job of it. All of the teachers in the study 
naturally used frequent individual conferences as part of their 
regular instructional activities. 

Within each teacher's class, eight students were selected to 
participate. The students represented a range of achievement 
levels and ethnic groups: four with high verbal scores (as 
measured by SAT or ACT verbal when available) and four with low 
scores? within each verbal aptitude group were two Caucasians and 
two Asian Americans whenever possible. 

Prom this larger sample, I refine the focus on exceliehce by 
reducing the sample size to eliminate the least successful cases. 
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For the data analysis, the plan was to reduce the sample 
size in halt--to leave in the sample the six most successtul 
teachers, according to the judgments ot outside experts, (tour 
from San Francisco State and two £rom Berkeley) and four students 
from each of their classes. Those students with whom the teacher 
had most success would remain, but the student sample would 
remain balanced according to ethnicity and ability level. 
However, after data were collected the plan was modified because 
no Berkeley teacher had sufficient data on even four ot the eight 
students. Of the eight instructors from San Francisco State, one 
of the experienced teachers was ill for the first half of t"© 
study and could not riarticipate and another did not collect 
enough data to be included in the project. The San Francisco 
State enrollment was more stable and the conferences were given 
more regularly. Thus, I decided to drop the Berkeley sample, and 
study conferences from four students in the classes of the four 
most successful San Francisco State teachers. 

Procedures 

During spring, 1982, the complete teacher sample (12 
teachers) was asked to tape-record all of their writing 
conferences with eight students in one of their writing classes 
(96 students). Besides taping the naturally occurring 
conferences, I collected the writing the students did during the 
quarter. 

To decide which teachers to eliminate from the study, each 
teacher identified one conference as among his or her most 
successtul. The tape recording of that conference for each 
teacher was judged by two experts in the teaching of writing who 
were not familiar with the nature of the research. These experts 
rank-ordered the conferences according to how successful they 
felt they were. They also looked at writing that was the basis 
for the conference and that followed from it. The four teachers 
judged most successtul were identified for the second phase of 
the study. 

According to the original design, I selected four students 
within the classes of each of the remaining teachers to become 
the objects of focus. To select these students, .\\"t"viewed 
each teacher about his or her progress with the eight ft^fents, 
examined the student data, and interviewed potential student 
candidates about: their progress in the course and their tefj-^"gs 
about the conferences. Subject selection was accomplished in 
June, 1982. 

For each of the 16 students remaining in the study, each 
teacher in the sample had collected at least four conferences 
with each student. I decided to study three of these conferences 
for each student: the first ot the fjemester which served an 
introductory, get-acquainted function, the second which was about 
a draft of a student essay, and the last which served to wrap up 
the semester and discuss the students' progress and leave the 
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audent with important points to consider in future writings. 
Thus? gfteentire data set consists of 48 conferences, three per 
student or twelve per teacher. 

During the 1982-1983, the tape recordings of the 48 writing 
conferences were transcribed and prepared for analysis. 

Analysis techniques 

First when transcribing the conferences, the research 
assistants note conversational turns (Sachs, Schegiotf, & 
jLferson, 1974) and within each turn transcribe the discourse in 
"idea units- (Chafe, 1980). Staff "^embers check each other's 
segmentation decisions by periodically ^J^^^^;9en6entlY coding 
segments of the same talk. Agreement was between 85 to 95% on 
these decisions. 

The research staff used the following tr ^'J^''^ ^^^1"?? 
ronventions for indicating idea units and turns: Each idea unit 
TasTraXribed on a seplrate line, Conversational turns were 
marked by an indication of a change in speaker. When one speaker 
TnteL-rupted another's turn with a backchannel cue but not with a 
tSrn that talk was placed within slashes where it occurred. The 
transcription conventions in use can be seen in the transcript on 
thlnext^page. The guidelines for identifying a turn as opposed 
to a backchannel cue follow: 

Do Not Code as a Turn: 

1. Place holders. For example, ^*^en one of the 
okrticipants in the conversation says "uhhuh" while the 
other p^articipant is talking and this "^hhuh" has no 
semantic value, rather it just indicates that the 
pirticipant is attending, then it does not count as a turn. 

2. Thinking aloud. When one participant is thinking aloud 
and is not being expected to respond to the other 
participant and is\ot forced in any way to respond to the 
othpr participant, this verbalization is not a turn- I" 
?hese conferences, the student will frequently mumble aloud 
as Ihe ?eals Ser paper over (frequently as a device to avoid 
taking a turn when she does not know the answer to a teacher 
question) . 

3. Non-acknowledged interjections. When Parti^^^^ 
interjects a word that the other does not acknowledge (and 
that participant is not trying to get the floor), this is 
not a turn. 

4. Pauses. Note: I am only working with audio tape data, 
and so I do not have enough information about what happens 
during pauses to be able to interpret them. 
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Code as a Turn: 

1, If a place holder is required by a speaker before that 
speaker can continue, then it counts as a turn. For 
example, when the student needs to know that the teacher is 
attending before the student is willing to continue talking, 
then the teacher's marker of attention counts as a turn. 

2 Attempts to get the floor, even when they are 
disregarded by the other participant, count as a turn. 

3 When one participant fills in words in anticipation of 
what the other participant will say, this counts as a turn. 

4. When a speaker (usually the student) is asked to take a 
turn (usually with a teacher question) and the student does 
not answer the teacher question but tills in with a place 
holder like "uhmmm" this counts as a turn. 

The teachers are trained to code shifts in topic of 
conversation in their data. They can reliably discern topic 
shifts, and their hierarchical arrangement. In coding topic 
shifts, coders attend to the foUov-nq linguistic markers, which 
frequently cue the shifts: 

1. Place holders— for example, the teacher "Okay," pauses, 
and uhms. 

2. The introduction of new information (Halliday, 1967; 
Clark & Haviland, 1977). 

3. A breakdown in chaining— a shift to a new set of 
cohesive devises, a new referencing pattern (Halliday & 
Hason, 1976? Hason, 1979) 

4. Indirect speech acts— for example, student responses to 
teacher questions that act only as surface responses but 
that in tact provide a polite channel tor the student to 
introduce a new topic (Searle, 1975). 

For the oral taped data, the rc^searcher and teacher 
participants worked together to devise a taxonomy of topics. The 
topic labels are derived from the data. 

The coding procedure is illustrated below with a brief 
segment of discourse from the conference data. 

[Init] T: well what do you think you can do with this to turn it 

into a better rough draft? (1) {dtt} { rev) 
..I mean a better final draft? (2) 
...See thi..y..this is okay to use as your rough draft, (3) 

S YGaht (4) 

t', because you're getting all your ideas out. (5) 

S. Yeah. (6) , ^ ^ 1.1. 44.0 tn\ 

T, ..Bu— t now what do you need to do with it? (7) 
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r»o«sni s I auess I have to write. .more on how. ..the 
[Respl S. -^-lllll^^^^^^^^^ „»y Ute, (8){dttl{devHsrv} 

S. and not... you know why.. it was bad advice. (9) 
S. ...And not why I didn't like it. (10) 

[?n?tl s: eif ^doi'l: see how I'm qonna do with this topic. (12) 

{dft}{devl{top}{srv} 

S. Very well. (13) 

S. ...That's the problem. (14 j 

[Resp] T. ..Okay, (15) {df t} {dev) ( topHsrv} 

T. do you wanta. . .choose a ditferent topic. (16) 

S. Not really. (17) , 

S. I.. I wanta, (18) {df t} {dev} { top} { srv 

S. ...I wanta stick with this one, \^^\ 

S. but I don't know what I should do. (20) 

T. ...Okay, (21) ic 
T. well one thing that we can think ot doing.. is 

...tak..okay, (22) 
T Where's your top..where's your thesis statement? (23) 
{dtt}{dev}{top}{srv}{arg} 

Note: Numbers in parenthesis after each 1^"^ J;ff"^jfy 
an idea unit. S indicates student talk. T indicates 
tSacher ..ik. Two periods indicate a brief pause, three 
oericdi indicate a longer pause. The period at the end 
of the line indicates falling intonation, the comma 

rising intonation, and the question '"^'^^ "^^"9 ^"^^ the 
intonation. The brackei-**^ codes on the left of the 
transcribed talk show the sequence. The bracketed 
codes at the right show the abbreviated topic labels. A 
complete list of topic codes and their meaning can be 
lound in Appendix 1. The IRE sequences are only 
labelled for segments identified to receive more m- 
depth analysis. 

in the transcribed text, the teacher ^"^^iates the topic of 
revising the paper with her "exam" questions and comments to the 
studeiS^n idla units 1-7; the student res£|^ in 8-10. Stude^ 
iA^:» units A and 6 are backchannel cues, tracks tor cne 

conversation/ Tea"ohe'r idea unit f ,?^,f^'|Mf|te's^'n"ew 
Mehan's IRE sequence. In idea unit 12 the 

?Ie sequence on a new but related discourse topic, ''he/^^f 
is mihiDov With the essay topic and thus does not know now co 
suuhappy With the ^y^^ devolves around the essay topic. 

Aithouah revision of a draft is still an underlying topic, the 
siude°nt' has'Vdentuied why she is having trouble revising and in 
01 t-hp teacher begins her response move to help the stuaent 
tackJl the problem! Thus, in tfiis sequence, the jain disco rse 
tooic is revision of a draft by developing the draft di^tterently 
w^th a subtopic about the essay topic initiated by the student 
^nd'e m'bed^d'ed^^within it and with the teacher bringing up the .ss^^ 
1= i.u^ 4.u^e.«ie or ♦-hp wav the araument is framed, in cne sampxe 
franscrfpt the topic shrif t occu^^^ at both a turn and idea unit 
blundaryV'howeve?, Preedman (1982) found that in writing 
conferences topics shift at idea unit boundaries but not 
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necessarily at turn boundaries. 

In conterences topics o£ conversation, like Mehan's 
eateaories ot structure, are arranged linearly and 
Sfera?ch\ciriy%ith one topic ^^^''^t^^^^^^^^ 

tashion (Sacks, 1971 cited in Coulthard, ^977) and witn some 
topics torming subtopics ot other more Sf^^ral topics in a 
S?lrarchical wly (Preedman, 1981). This analysis is simila^^ 
that tor the orqanization ot written texts m hierarchies ot 
propositions (e.g., Kintsch, 1974? Prederiksen, 1975; Meyer, 
1975; van Dijk, 1980; de Beaugrande, 1980). 

A computer program has been developed to tacilitate the 
analysis ot thL^conterence data. The program counts all coded 
discSuir,e topics, the number of idea units on each topic, who 
tnlltatet ea?h topic and how many times is also capable o^ 

auantitving speech habits that may be correlated witncne 
ImoSthne^ss ot ?he conversational flow (^f - "^^ber and type^^^ 
backchannel cues). This computer analysis points to g^^^^ 
differences between the conferences of 

the different types of conferences, across the ^^^i"^^®"^-*'^^^^^ 
QhMdfents in the study. It also points to the focus ot tne 
iJscourse tor each conf'erence and allows the researcher to locate 
the focus tor further analysis. 
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RESULTS 

Results are included for the computer analysis of the 
conferences. 

The topics of conversation (Appendix 1), were grouped into 
six clusters of related topics so that the analysis could be 
facilitated. Appendix 1 also lists the individual topics that 
fall under each of the following six headings for clusters of 
topics: logistics and procedures; general talk and talk about 
attitudes; oral language, reading, writing relationships; talk 
about text at the discourse level; talk about text at the level 
of syntax or mechanics; talk about cognitive processes. As the 
coding example on page 8 shows, frequently talk is about more 
than one topic at a time and therefore talk can be about mote 
than one cluster of topics at a time as well. 

The number of idea units for each conference was calculated 
first. Then the number of idea units on each cluster of topics 
within each conference was calculated. These calculations form 
the basis for a set of Kruksall Wallis non-parametric statistics 
which were run on all topic variables to determine whether 
teacher, type of student (gender, ethnicity, ability level), type 
of conference (introductory [conference 1] , draft [conference 2] , 
wrap-up [conference 3]) influenced the amount of idea unit focus 
by either the teacher, the student, or both. Tables containing 
the results of this analysis are appended (Appendix 2). 

Across the four teachers in the study, the number of idea 
units was similar for the introductory and the wrap-up 
conferences; however, for the conference about a draft of an 
essay, the number of idea units for the entire conference varied 
depending on the teacher (see p. 1, Appendix 2). 

On the cluster of topics dealing with logistics (pp. 2-5, 
Appendix 2) issues such as the time for the next conference and 
which papers need to be brought to class, teachers spend more 
focus with female students during the first conference. In the 
second conference, about a draft, female students spend more 
focus on logistics than male students do. In the first 
conference non-white students spend more focus on logistics than 
do white students. Talk about logistics does not vary according 
to the ability level of the student. Different teachers vary in 
their focus on logistics during the last, wrap up conference. 

General talk and talk about attitudes did not vary across 
students, teachers, or the different types of conferences. This 
cluster of topics involved talk about students' jobs, personal 
issues, and attitudes toward schooling, the class and the like 
(pp. 6-9, Appendix 2). 

The third topic, the connections between reading, oral 
language, and writing, involved discussions on issues such as 
talking about ideas before writing about them or using 
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professional writers as models for syntactic style (pp. 10-13, 
Appendix 2). In the conference about the draft, the teachers 
talked about these relationships more with the female than with 
the male students. In the third conference, the white students 
talked more about the connections across the discourse channels. 
There is no difference for students of different ability levels 
or across the teachers. 

The fourth topic (pp. 14-17, Appendix 2) concerns talk about 
the more global properties of text — talk about getting ideas, 
developing ideas, organization and the like. Such talk was 
significantly greater by male students during the first 
conference, by white students and their teachers during the 
second conference about the draft. There were no differences 
with respect to ability level. Individual teachers showed a 
different stress on the higher level discourse properties during 
the first conference as did their students. 

The fifth topic (pp. 18-21, Appendix 2) concerns talk about 
the less global properties of text — talk about spelling, 
punctuation, syntax and the like. These less global topics were 
stressed more by females than males in the third and final 
conference. During the second conference about the draft the 
non-white students spend more of their talk on these lower text 
features than the white studpnts did. Some of these non-white 
students were non-native speakers of English. Again there were 
no differences across ability levels or across teachers. 

The sixth cluster of topics (pp. 22-25» Appendix 2) covers 
issues dealing with the cognitive processes involved in the 
production of text — how one gets ideas, how to remember one's 
audience. Although gender differences did not matter for this 
variable, ethnicity did. In the last conference, the wrap-up, 
the white students and their teachers focused more here. Again 
ability proved insignificant. In the second conference, 
individual students within the classes of these teachers talked 
more about process than others. 

The overall patterns across these variables show that 
ability level of the students never differentiates the focus of 
the talk. There are effects across gender and across ethnic 
group. For female students, either their teachers or they talk 
more about logistics and connections between discourse channels, 
and the more micro levels of the text. Males, on the other hand 
talk more about the macro levels of the discourse. For the 
ethnic groups, the non-white students talk more about logistics? 
the whites talk more about the macro levels of the discourse 
whereas the non-whites talk more about the micro levels. Also, 
there is more talk about cognitive processes with the whites than 
the non-whites and more talk about the connections between the 
discourse channels. Finally, there are differences across 
teachers only in the amount of focus on logistics and in how they 
differentiate talk about cognitive processes across students. 



ERIC 



12 

14 



\ 



DISCUSSION 

The analysis perfocraed here is a first step in looking at a 
rich data source. Future analyses will involve closer looks at 
the second conference of the semester, the one about the draft of 
the student paper and one which is full of difference across 
ethnic and gender boundaries. Analyses of this conference will 
be connected to analyses of the students' writing . 

Additionally, as often as not, students seem to direct the 
differences that occur in the conference conversations. The 
female and non-white students focus more of their talk on 
logistics and on the micro levels of the discourse; the male 
students focus more of their talk on the macro levels of the 
discourse. These teachers, on the whole, are very even in their 
differences in topic focus. They individualize on one variable, 
cognitive processes, and they do not individualize according to 
ability level, gender, or ethnicity; rather, it seems that they 
individualize according to student need. The teachers give 
different length conferences as measured by numbers of idea units 
only for the introductory and wrap up conferences. The length of 
the conference about the draft is stable across the teachers. 
Future analyses might examine how these teachers accomplish as 
much stability across students as they do. 

This computerized topic coding allows the researcher to 
quickly find parallel moments across teachers and across 
different types of students. A more detailed linguistic analysis 
needs to be carried out on some of these parallel moments that 
will be paiTticularly revealing with respect to how expert 
teachers accomplish successful conferences. 

Appendix 3 contains a paper presented at the 1984 meeting of 
the American Educational Research Association that shows a more 
detailed analysis of parts of this data set, as well as a paper bv one 
of the teacher-participants analyzing his ovm data. 

I would like to thank the NCTE Research Poun^iation for its 
support of this project which has taken a lot longer than I 
expected it to take. I appreciate your patience in waiting for 
this final report. Although the project itself is complete, I 
feel that your support has allowed me to collect a data base that 
will be useful for years to come. I will be releasing the 
computer coded data to Carnegie-Mellon University's language 
archive data bank so that other researchers besides myself will 
have access to the data for future analyses. 
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CODE 



gxn 
tnt 
pap 
gwr 
sen 
nam 
i mt 
crt 

wr q 
qst 
pwr 
snw 
els 
rclQ 
•fwr 
<a qui 
grv 
chg 
pre 
arg 
dev 
□rg 

mec 
gpr 
p 1 n 
trn 
srv 
arv 

ppr 

PBC 

rdr 
1 ag 
tme 
unc 



tc:h 
ton 
rhb 
awr 
j n 1 
grd 
inc. 
vcb 
sty 
tut 
mde 
pig 



wr j. ting 



tc-^Hst 
papfr?r 
gc^ner al 
student 
name^ 

c:r i t:l que 

steps and stagGS 

wr i t i ng quan 1 1 ty 

quest i ants or qufeisvt i onnai re 

past wr i ting 

s t r n g t h a n d w a a k n e? s s e s 
c 1 ass 

( o f 1 1"^ e p a f.) e r ) < c h e c: k i"' d n ) 
•f ee 1 i n g «> ( ab cju t p ar t i c u 1 ar 
question s 
re)vi si ans 



< 1 e ar" n i n g p r oc ©lis ) 



r€5cAdi ng 
writing 
student 
general 
change 
proce^ss 
argumfcsnt 
development 
organic: at ion 
S€^?n t one e s t r uc:: t ur e 
mechani cs 
g en er 1 pr oc ess 
pi anning 
t ran si at ing 
substantive revision 
ed i t i ng revi si on 

positive praises 
negative praise 
positive security 
negative security 
reader 
logistics 
t i (\\e 

uncadabi e 
topi c 
teat: her 
tone 

readi ng habi t s 

att i tudes toward wr i t i ng 

j aurnal 

grade 

i ntros and corbel usi ons 
vocabul ary 
style 
t utor 

mode of di scourse 
pi agi ar i sm 



pi ece) 



i n general . 
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cl s 
prcj 
fgn 
gnt3 
mpb 
f ut 
irt 
atd 
si>i:r 
tlk 
orw 

res 
j ot? 
Dc: 1 
maj 
cnf 
rsp 
prg 
ac 1 
sty 
tvn 
atd 
ati 



cir t 
cl ass 

past rt^awti ng 

general f <vi?el ings 

grefst i nqs and qoadbyes 

mad i c a I p r ob 1 tiJins.>> 

future pianis 

i r ^ V i t a t i o to r t u r n 

general atti tudes 

stude^nt /t eachor rel at :i. ansh i p 

Qoneral conversafci an, personal ^ non-class 

oral /written 

e?>c tr a cur r i cul ar 

f" e? s e a r c h s t u d y 

job or v^ork 

othesr classes 

ma j or 

conf erenceos 

rt^sponse 

procjresis 

at t i t ude to c 1 ass 

style <Byntactic finesse) 

tel evi si on 

a 1 1 enip t L^d to p i c d e? v e 1 op mc-? n t 
at t emp tfi?d top i c i n vi tat i on 
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CLUBTEFiS OF TUPICB 



Ldq:l Bti C!» 

f mt + or mat 

1 og 1 og i st .1 c s 

tin© ti me 

tut tutoi" 

cl s> cl a SB 

Attitude*:^ and General Talk 

s c n s t u d ft? n t c q n c e i'" n s 

nam name 

qst quest i ons or qi-u-^st :L onnai r e 

p wr* p a B t wr i t i r\ g 

snw <ii>trenQths and weakne^Bas 

els clasi>s 

fwr writing -feel in qb (about particular piece-?) 

siqs Btuderrt quesstians 

ppr pa£>i t i ve pr ai 

npr negative praise 

p«>c pasi t i ve Bejcur i t y 

nsc negativts security 

tch teache^r 

awr att i tudesi toward wr i t i ng i n g€?ner al - 

j nl jj Durn al 

grd grade 

pig pi agi ar i 

f g n g en er a 1 -f ee 1 i n g b 

gng grtvotings> and goadbyt^^s 

mpb medi cal probl t^fms 

•i' u t f u t u r e i;;) 1 a n 

irt invitation. to return 

atd QE^ner al att i tudes 

liitr stude^nt /te«?*c:her ral at i Qn«3hi p 

tl k g©ne?ral convere^at i on j, personal ^ non-cl ass 

exc extra curricular 

r B s r B !•> e a r c h s t ud y 

j ob j ob or wor k 

oc 1 other c 1 asE>es 

maj major 

c: n f CO n f e r e \") c e? s 

rsp response 

prg pr'ogrc^ss 

a c ]. a 1 1 i t ud to c: 1 a s s 

tvn tolevi si or^ 

Readi ng r, Oral Language Connect i ons 

r d g r e a d i n g ( o f 1 1 1 e p a p e> r ) ( c 1 1 c k r d n ) 

rdr r trader 

ERIC 19 



r • h b V e a d inq h a b i t 
p r- d p a s t r e-? ad i n g 
□r ' w or ' a 1 / wr' i 1 1: fc?n 

l-'l i Q h er* D i sc oi.ir lie T t 

arQ argument 

dev deve'J. opme?nt 

or g or g an i 2 a t i on 

tap tapic 

ton tone 

1 nc i i rhras and cane 1 u«»i ghb 

mda mode oi di scour rj>© 

Lqi ^Qr* D i sc our se Teji t 

wrq writing quantity 

sst sen t e?nc e s t v uc t ur 

me^c mechanics 

sty st y 1 e ( syntact i c -f i nesssc-i? ) 

vcb vocabulary 

Hi ghf^r Processes 



Qwr 


general wri ting 


crt 


cri t i que 




steps and iiitages 


grv 


general re^vi si onsii 


chg 


change 


pre 


process < 1 earni ng process) 


Qpr 


Q en er* a 1 p r oc ess 


p 1 n 


p 1 anni ng 


trn 


transl ati ng 


srv 


sub s t an t i ve? r e v i s i on 


e?rv 


^')d i t i ng r e? v i s i on 


d^t 


dra-f t 
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Appendix 2 

Tables: Analysis ot Topic Clusters across Conferences 
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The Acquisition ot Skill: Intuition and Conscious Knowledge 

During Instruction^ 



Sarah W. Freedman 
Cynthia Greenleat 

University ot Calitornia, Berkeley 



Ga: I understand where my problems lie a little bit more than I 
did betore, so I can watch out. And also I've never had 
levels ot generality. It was interesting, and like I 
mentioned betore, it helped me. It's helped me already in 
one ot my other classes. I set my essay up the right way, 
and I guess it sounded good to the teacher. 

T: That makes me teel really good. I'm real glad that you were 
able to apply it outside ot your English class, 'cause really 
that's the object ot the exercise, although many students 
don't realize that. They think "Oh, I'll just make it 
through my English class, then I won't have to worry about it 
again." But it's really good it you can carry it with you. 
So, in a sense, you do teel that you've managed to get 
something and walk away with it. 

Ga: Oh yeah, detinitely.2 

Georgia, a college student, and her writing teacher part 
ways atter a semester's instruction. The essays Georgia produced 
tor this writing class show so much improvement that it is no 
wonder that Georgia is noticing the good ettects in her writing 
tor her other classes as well (compare the appended opening 
paragraphs ot Georgia's tirst and last essay tor the course). The 
question we pose here is: what is the role ot explicit knowledge 
both in Georgia's skill development over the course ot the 
semester and in her ability to "walk away with" or transter her 
skills beyond her writing class? 

As the impulse to put together this symposium indicates, 
controversy surrounds the study ot skill development, 
particularly the role ot explicit knowledge in that development. 
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Researchers in the domains ot cognitive science argue about the 
extent to which knowledge is encoded in a consciously retrievable 
way, so that it can be communicated to an outside observer. Some 
theoristis even claim that true experts pertorm intuitively and 
are not calling on conscious knowledge at all (Dreytus, 1984). 
In the last analysis, however, the role ot explicit knowledge in 
skill development is only interesting as it helps us understand 
the utilizability ot knowledge, what researchers and teachers 
alike are trying to accomplish is to get students to the point ot 
being able to call up and use knowledge learned in the classroom, 
to have something to "walk away with," as Georgia seems to have. 
Ultimately, our practical detinition ot explicit knowledge 
explains explicit knowledge as the ability to use knowledge in 
novel situations to solve problems, the ability to bring known 
intormation and skills to bear at will. And metacognition is the 
ability to know what sorts ot thinking strategies are likely to 
be ettective in particular situations. 

We will not discuss intuition here because although we admit 
that intuition most likely plays a role in skill development and 
pertormance, practically speaking, intuition is ditticuit to 
teach. Intuitive strategies, according to Dreytus (1984) are at 
the heart ot expert pertormance but are achieved only atter one 
passes through the more explicit, problem solving stages. Our 
tocus here is on the explicit, problem solving stages as we watch 
Georgia struggle to achieve competence in writing. 

The question, tor instruction, is this: How can we 
tacilitate the acquisition ot the wiiitui use ot knowledge in 
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problem solving? How can we provide not only knowledge and 
skills, but the ability to transfer these to new situations? 

Research in the acquisition ot cognitive skills suggests 
that one learns and is then able to transfer what one learns, by 
engaging in varied activities. When these activities are 
designed to tester the acquisition and use ot problem solving 
strategies in a domain, they increase the generaiizabiiity o5-. the 
problem solving strategies (Anderson, 1982; Gai'perin, 1969). 
For example. Hillocks (1984) tinds that in teaching writing, such 
problem solving activities promote the acquisition ot written 
language. From another point ot view, research in teacher 
training suggests that when teachers seit-consciously go through 
a process ot using and reflecting on strategies tor improving 
their writing, they are better able to provide instruction in 
these strategies (Carroll, 1984). One way to help encourage 
transfer, then, is through varied activities and through self- 
reflection on the process ot using these skills. 

Additionally, research on the transferability of skills to 
new situations suggests that the use ot language to explicitly 
draw connections between contexts is important in knowledge 
transfer (Reed, Ernst, & Banerji, 1974, Gick & Holyoak, 1980). 
Ethnographic research in instructional settings, particularly 
classroom settings where much ot the work of teaching is 
accomplished through classroom language, shows that a shared 
terminology arises for talking (and thinking) about strategies, 
skills, and contexts where they apply (Gumperz, 1983; Cazden, 
John, & Hymes, 1972). In two ways, through the construction of 
shared terminology and by explicitly making ties between 
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contexts, classroom language appears to serve not only to get 
across intormat ion and provide strategies tor problem solving, 
but also to help organize these tor use in contexts that may 
arise outside o£ the classroom. 

Teachers can help to provide tor the transter ot skills to 
new contexts, then, in at least two ways. They can provide 
activities that tester the use ot these strategies and selt- 
retlection on cognitive processes, and they can use language to 
help make the connections clear between activities inside and 
outside of the classroom. In examining Georgia's case, we 
concentrate on language because we teei that its importance is 
otten ignored by teachers and researchers alike. In addition, 
explicit language use is a skill that is easily taught to 
teachers, and one that may make the ditterence between usetui 
knowledge and isolated skills tor a learner. We look, therefore, 
at the language ot instruction that leads to Georgia's last 
remarks ot the semester. 

But before turning to Georgia's case, we will review 
relevant research on the transferability ot knowledge. Such 
research typically is done using isomorphic problem sets. 
Subjects are trained to solve problems m one form, and are then 
given the logical analogue of the problem to solve. Results ot 
these studies demonstrate that unless subjects are explicitly 
informed of the connection between these problems they will tail 
to transfer learned problem solving skills to the new setting 
(Reed, Ernst, & Banerji, 1974). Even when researchers are 
careful to supply all relevant analogous information, subjects do 
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not spontaneously apply this intormation to the new problem (Gick 

& Holyoak, 1980). 

This research raises several problems tor thinking about 
instructional settings. How can it help us explain tailures to 
transter learned skills to new, extremely similar contexts? Gick 
& Holyoak propose that skills and knowledge trora disparate 
contexts ot learning are encoded ditterently. The problem ot 
connecting two bodies ot intormation is thus one ot overcoming 
"contextual barriers." The ability to detect analogies between 
contexts in order to spontaneously apply known skills seems to be 
a "relatively rare individual achievement" ( Culture and Cognitive 
Development, 1982, p. 122). Georgia, then, to transter her 
skills, must detect the analogies between writing contexts. Vie 
cannot expect her to detect these analogies spontaneously. 

How, then, can past experience carry over to new situations? 
It all learning is not to be the acquisition ot isolated skills, 
learners must be able to retrieve in new or tuture contexts the 
knowledge and processes that allow tor skilled pertormance. 
Clearly, proticient behavior in daily lite activities is proot 
enough that we bring past learning to bear on new situations. 
The authors ot Culture and Cognitive Dev e lop m ent suggest that 
such proticient behavior (implying transter ot knowledge) is 
"arranged by the social and cultural environment" through overlap 
in environments and the societal resources tor pointing out areas 
ot overlap (p. 124). According to these researchers, the most 
important ot these resources is the language which encodes 
similarities between contexts. 

The terminology which is used to reter to activities or 
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events in ditterent settings reintorces the analogy between these 
activities and events, reintorces the perception ot a sameness in 
them, regardless ot the setting in which they take place. For 
Georgia, the term "levels ot generality" applies across writing 
contexts . 

Language, particularly as it labels activities, contexts, 
and events, seems to be a code that moves the individual learner 
away trom a dependency on teatures ot a particular context. 
"Vvhen language encodes the relevant relation between distinct 
contexts, the contexts are no longer distinct; no transter as an 
individual invention is required" (Cultu£e and CO£niti.ve 
Development, p, 126). It language supports recognition ot 
context similarity in cultural domains, then we can assume it 
tunctions similarly in the classroom. Furthermore, we can use 
language selt-consciously to point out similarities between 
classroom activities, the past experiences ot learners, and 
probable tuture settings that require the problem solving skills 
we are in the process ot teaching. Indeed, the research on 
problem transter in isomorphic situations implies that we must do 
so in order to promote successtul use ot classroom learning 
outside ot the classroom. 

(^e shall now turn to Georgia's tirst meetings with her 
teacher during the semester to try to understand how Georgia's 
terminology tor writing becomes a tull code. Mhen Georgia entered 
the class, she was concerned with her weaknesses in spelling, 
prootreading, and vocabulary (a euphemism tor her ability to tind 
the words she wants when she writes). In her tirst conterence 
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with her teacher, Georgia spends niore time talking about 

mechanics than any other topic (47%). The teacher helps Georgia 

put her concerns in perspective. The teacher says explicitly, 

Although I do think that spelli ng is i mportant, I don't 
think that it^ the most imjjorjtant thing in terms ot 
w riting ". ""And I think "that maybe it""we made an agreement 
to not allow your spelling to intertere with the way I 
judge your papers, that will tree you to just write. 
I'd like }£OU to concentrate on other parts ot writing. 
I'd like you* to c'oncentrate on'the kinds ot things that 
we've been talking aboiTt. Ts" my tog-ic sentence a good 
topic sentence? Does it predict? Is it well-tocused? 
And when we start getting into locus ot general ity, and 
development and organization, those are the kinds ot 
th in"g s "that I reaTiv reaiiv reaii^ ii^H^ ^ou to 
concentrate on." 

The teacner hierarchicalizes the term "locus ot generality" 
here. She lets Georgia know that it tits into a category ot 
other "important" terms, and not into a category with spelling 
which is not so "important." The teacher torces the student to 
recognize the hierarchy by changing the incentive systems tor the 
class; Georgia will get no credit tor working on her spelling. 
Thus Georgia tirst learns that she must come to understand the 
tull meaning ot "locus ot generality" as well as its accompanying 
terms ot "topic sentence," development," and "organization." 
Additionally, the teacher, in her explicit language, is emphatic 
that Georgia should concentrate on the higher discourse levels. 
She repeats "concentrate on" three times m a short stretch ot 
talk and adds the intensitier "really, really, really." It would 
be ditticuit tor Georgia to miss her teacher's point, 

Georgia next reveals her incomplete understanding ot 
"generality." The teacher asks Georgia it she knows when to 
paragraph, Georgia replies: 

Oh yeah. Right, It should have one 
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paragraph stating what the topic sentence said.' Now, my 
probiem is, that's tine. I can get it ail to agree with 
the topic sentence, but the topic sentence that I se-^ 
myseit wr iting--sometimes I think I'll run-on, or you 
know there in order to get specitic, but not stiii be 
general. I have a run-on sentence. Or maybe my choice 
ot wording, wordage is redundant? 

The teacher immediately notices that Georgia is contused 

about what constitutes generality and speciticity. She again 

uses explicit language to help Georgia build her understanding: 

Now w e're deal ing w^h a couple ot dit t^er_ent concepts 
here. Lets keep a~list"*ol these "words that you 3ust 
mentioned. You mentioned run-on. Vou mentioned general 
and specitic. And you mentioned redundant. All tour ot 
those things have nothing to do with each other. So I 
think maybe what we ought to do is clear up> your idea 
o t "w ha t"' eac h'"o t ithe s e t hing s a r e_^ O k ay"? "The easiest 
one""to "deal "with, l"thrnk, to "begin with, is the word 
redundant. What is redundant? 

As Georgia attempts to answer the teacher's questions, she 
reveals her understanding ot redundancy which limits the concept 
to the word level: 

Well, to give you an example here. Say using the same 
words tor description. Maybe that's a just a problem 
ot, like I said, a choice, or a little bit more ot a 
boost to wy vocabulary. Like checking out the the 
synonyms and antonyms tor words which I had some 
background in. In this topic sentence I said, "Garden 
plants can be hazardous." And, "You should be cautious 
ot the hazards, betore entering your garden." You know 
I'm saying hazardous, and hazards." 

Redundancy means lack ot variety in word choice to Georgia. 

The teacher interrupts to help Georgia construct a tuller 
understanding. She is explicit as she tells Georgia that Georgia 
understands redundancy to be an issue ot style while the teacher 
wants her to broaden and change somewhat her sense ot this 
technical term trom the level ot the word to the level ot the 
idea. The teacher says: 

Ok, now here again, that's not really redundant. 



ERJ.C 



9 



That's using the same word twice, and that in my 
opinion, has to do with style. Somebody chooses a 
style, and some people teel that, in order to have a 
good style you can't use the same word twice, so you say 
that "Plants can be hazardous, and so you have to be 
reaiiy caretui to avoid the dangers." Okay? That has to 
do with word choice. Redundant, on the other ha nd, ;.s 
HllSB y ou' ce rep e atTng^ "hot the same w ord, but t..a 

same" idea . 

The teacher continues by connecting the concept ot redundant 

to general and specitic, again pertectly explicitly. 

f^B^ in ^ sense, Georgia 1 think general , s^ecit^iCj, and 
redundant, real w are connected , in that, let's"" suppose 
you have a general statement. It your next sentence is 
a more specitic example ot that general statement, then 
you're on the right track. It you have a general 
statement and your next sentence thinks it's being more 
specitic, but in tact, is sayin'^ the exact same thing, 
in the exact same, general way, that your general 
statement did,, that's being redundant. It's not using 
the same words. In tact, i t's using ditterent words, 
thinking that y ou' i e getting mole gp ecitic, w hen in 
tact, those dltteren^: wor'dsT a r essaying, the exact same 
thing that ^our tirst sentence said. So an example oi 
redundancy , it I can make one up ott the top ot my head 
would be something like, "I really loved my English 114 
class." Period. "I got a lot out ot my English 114 
class." Period. "I never learned more in any other 
class than my English 114 class." Notice that they are 
three very separate sentences, but that there's no 
development. Those ideas are all saying basically the 
same thing. But a student might say to himselt, "I 
really loved — " Love. That's general. "Got a lot out 
ot." That's more specitic. "Never got more out ot." 
That's even more specitic. But it's general. When in 
tact, it's not more specitic. 

Georgia says simply, "I understand." Then she immediately 

ind:.cates that she is transterring this understanding to another 

context, her writing trom the previous semester. She continues, 

I think I'll bring in my essay trom my BSS class last 
semester and that is where I think I had a lot ot 
redundancy in my paragraphs. I would start on the topic 
ot culture, and how culture relates to values and I'd 
probably have my statement in another statement that is 
just as general. Maybe that's why I got such a bad 
grade on it. 

The teacher, wanting to insure the transter, reiterates: 
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Right. See what happens is, we think, I do that too, 
when I'm writing. You know, when I tirst start writing, 
I think, that I'm developing one idea. And then I 
realize that every one ot my sentences are really saying 
the same exact thing only I'm using ditterent words. 
That's being redundant. Okay. And that, as you can see 
is tied up with general and specitic. Remember general 
is just a general statement. Specitic means specitic 
examples, or tacts, or descriptions, or details that 
demonstrate that general statement. That's uevelopment. 
Okay? The other thing is run togethers that we talked 
about. And and that is totally ditterent. That's a 
grammatical problem. And that has to do with where you 
put your period. Or don't put your period, more 
specitically . 

Again the teacher separates out the discourse level issues ot 
redundancy, development and speciticity trom issues she considers 
"grammatical" or "mechanical." 

Ethnographic research in schools shows that students and 
teachers actively construct shared meanings over time through 
their interactions over instructional activities. Part ot this 
construction is a language or terminology tor talking about those 
activities. Vygotsky (1978) has suggested that learners 
internalize socially constructed meanings and the labels given to 
social activities. These internalized understandings come to 
guide the behavior ot the learner. In this way, the student is 
able to move trom a point in the development ot a skill when she 
can only pertorm skilltuliy with the help ot others (Vygotsky's 
zone ot proximal development) to a point where she can 
independently solve problems. We see Georgia give evidence ot 
her growing understanding, an understanding which seems related 
to her teacher's explicit explanations. 

Following Vygotsky's theory ot intei:nalization, Gal'perin 
(1969) has conducted longitudinal studies ot skill development. 
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in pact tocusing on the roie ot language use in this development. 
He notes that whole activities in instructional domains very 
quickly come to be designated by a technical (domain-specit ic) 
terminology. Teachers and students alike use simple linguistic 
labels to reter to complex activities. Just as Georgia comes to 
build a complex representation ot movement between the general 
and specitic, in one ninth grade classroom where we are studying 
the acquisition ot expository writing, verbal labels such as 
"tinding a tocus" come to designate various complex learning 
activities which are carried out in ditterent settings and with 
ditterent materials. The use ot this label helps to point the 
learners to similarities in these diverse learning situations. 
"Finding a tocus" comes to stand tor a variety ot activities that 
these students experience over the semester in their writing 
class. 

we are not making a claim here that knowledge itselt is 
encoded semantically. We are following the work ot the authors 
ot Culture and Cognitive Development in suggesting that language 
use, in particular the technical domain-specit ic language 
constructed in classrooms, marks similarities in contexts tor the 
learner. In instructional practice, contexts that are similar 
are precisely those that require similar problem solving 
strategies and call up the same bodies ot relevant information. 

Flower and Hayes (1984) present evidence trom their studies 
ot writing that suggests that knowledge is encoded in a variety 
ot ways. It seems plausible that some aspec;ts ot experience in 
learning activities may be represented imagistically, and that 
explicit procedural instructions and formulas may be encoded 
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ditterently trom these more holistic experiential 
representations. In the classroom, technical terminology comes 
to stand tor whole systems ot complex problem solving strategies 
and procedures. It may be that these labels mark as related all 
ot the myriad cognitive representations associated with these 
learning situations. 

Socially constructed terminology tor designating activities 
would then serve as an index to related sources ot knowledge 
stored in diverse ways. Transter would be tacilitated precisely 
because a search tor relevant knowledge to bring to bear on a 
problem would call up ail ot these marked sources at once. This 
hypothesis suggests to us that skill acquisition is more than the 
acquisition ot intormation and procedures or strategies tor 
dealing with that intormation. It may also very well involve the 
establishment ot knowledge networks that can be retrieved when 
needed. 

vye can suggest, at present, two related ways to test the 
hypothesis that explicit terminology serves as an index and an 
aid to organizing knowledge. Through ethnographic study, 
terminology that is active in a classroom could be isolated, and 
a semantic trame test (Agar, 1980) involving the labels in use 
could be employed to^^etermine how events, activities, and 
strategies are understood by students. An analysis ot the trame 
test might reveal the way knowledge networks are organized tor 
retrieval by these students. A second possible test might be to 
purposetully create a learning situation, whereby students learn 
new concepts using new terminology. The development and 
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application o£ these concepts and terms could be toilowed closely 
to see it and how students understand and apply them. 

It it is true that language helps to index knowledge that is 
represented in multiple torms, then by drawing explicit ties 
between activities and contexts teachers may be creating a rich, 
interconnected network ot ditterent types ot knowledge that the 
learner can call up at once. This may be an explanation ot how 
explicit language provides tor transter. In any case, we know 
trom research on transter ot problem solving skills tor 
isomorphic problems that it is necessary to explicitly draw the 
connections between contexts with language. By broadening those 
connections to include the past experience ot learners and the 
probable concurrent and tuturc arenas where skills learned in the 
classroom are applicable, the teacher has increased the 
likelihood that the students will "walk away" trom the 
instructional setting carrying some useful knowledge. 
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Notes 

^ work on this p?-oer was supported by grants to the tirst 
author trom the Research Foundation ot the National Council ot 
Teachers ot English, the University ot Caiitornia Faculty 
Development Grants, and the National Institute ot Education (NIE- 
G-083-0065). The authors take tuii responsibility tor all 
opinions . 

2 For ease ot reading, all transcripts have been edited to 
delete speech hesitations but to maintain the original syntax and 
meaning. Verbatim transcripts are available upon request. 
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Appendix 



Opening ot Essay I 
The worst type ot work that one could choose to do is 
answering telephones tor a popular pizza restaurant. Since I 
have had the iil-tated experience I know the strain ot pressure 
that it provides. An operator's duties include answering 
numerous phone lines to receive pick-up or delivery orders and 
tilling in other service areas when the phones aren't busy. This 
type ot work is the worst type I know ot because it exposes the 
worker to irate customers and a hectic working atmosphere. 

Complaining customers are an everyday occurance, in a 
restaraunt, of whom I have classitied into two types. The tirst 
type is the hot tempered, chronically disappointed patron who is 
dining at the restaraunt. He always tinds something wrong with 
his tood or table service. 

Last Essay 

Teenagers get a lot ot advice trom their peers. Some 
teenagers choost.' to accept this advice as correct? I did. when I 
was fourteen, my triend and I would frequent the local park. It 
was there that my triend, Rose, suggested we smoke cigarettes. 
She advised, "Smoking cigarettes will impress the guys, and help 
us tit in with the crowd." Since Rose had a sample pack ot 
cigarettes in her purse, I decided to give it a try. Soon, I was 
smoking halt a pack a day and she stopped smoking! I believe 
that Rose's advice was the worst advice I chose to accept because 
I was mislead to believe that smoking created popularity with men 
and enhanced one's social lite, two feats which it cannot 
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pertorm. 

I have learned that most men don't like women who smoke 
because women smokers smeii like stale smoke, taste bad, and look 
terrible with cigarettes dangling trom their tingers. A man 
likes to get close to a woman in a passionate embrace in which he 
is enticed by her pertume to continue advances. But when a woman 
smells ot smoke, a man tends to back away trom her.... 
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